allowed to be dug up. And fossil-fuel companies should not waste investor capital prospecting for more such reserves.
Companies with these reserves are almost certainly vastly overvalued, and this is dawning on a great many people -from central bankers to investment-fund managers, faith leaders, chief executives, universities and non-governmental organizations.
But not everyone agrees on how to respond. Some protest that divesting from fossil fuels will simply lead to 'bad' money replacing 'good' . Or that they have a duty to maximize returns. Or that keeping money in these companies enables 'good' people to 'engage' and have some influence.
Somewhat surprisingly, there are some 'good' organizations that have so far declined to move their money out of oil, gas and coal. There are few better foundations in the fields of science and medicine than the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation and the Wellcome Trust. They give away huge amounts of money to projects and research that save countless lives and advance human knowledge and understanding. There is almost nothing not to like about them. But neither foundation will take their money out of the companies that cannot be allowed to extract and burn all the hydrocarbons they own.
And so, as part of our campaign, Keep it in the Ground, we have asked these organizations -politely and respectfully, but with determination -to think again. More than 180,000 readers have signed a petition asking them to reconsider. And, if you were about to ask, the Guardian Media Group has, in the space of two months, moved from not really thinking very much about the issue to announcing that its £800-million (US$1.2-billion) fund will divest from fossil fuels within 2-5 years.
Wellcome's excuse -that it prefers to "engage" with the fossil-fuel giants -sounds feeble. It has not produced any evidence of tangible gains from the strategy. If Wellcome can genuinely point to the fruits of engagement, it should surely -like good scientists -demonstrate the evidence, not hide behind commercial confidentiality.
Likewise, if the Gates wants to demonstrate that the good it does outweighs the harmful activities it helps to fund, it should come out and make that case public.
In the absence of such evidence, these wonderful progressive foundations are failing to show the kind of leadership that could be transformative in shifting policy arguments and influencing others. The voices that will resonate loudest with the Wellcome and the Gates are those of scientists. I urge you to make them heard. ■ Alan Rusbridger is editor-in-chief of The Guardian in London. e-mail: alan.rusbridger@theguardian.com
